STAT

Declassified in Part - Sanitized

ARTICLE s

20 March 1986

\
Copy Approved for Release 2012/01/20 : CIA-RDP90-00965R000504010003-2
PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER ‘

The threat posed by Sandinistas
at center of debate

By James McCartney
Inquirer, okt o

WASHINGTON — The debate over
President Reagan's $100 million aid
package for the Nicaraguan contras,
which will be voted on in the House
today, has raised searching questions
about what danger the leftist Sandi-
nista regime in Nicaragua poses to
the United States — and what should
be done about it.

Reagan has maintained that the
issue boils down to a question of
whether there will be “a communist
takeover of Central America” that, in
turn, will see a “red tide” lapping
against America’s borders.

Congressional Democrats argue in
opposition that Reagan is advocating
a military approach to the problem
that, as Sen. Jim Sasser (D., Tenn.),
put it, could lead to “direct U.S. mili-
tary involvement in a long and costly
and bloody war.”

There has been no significant de-
bate in Congress over whether the
Sandinistas represent a potential
threat to their Central American
neighbors. But few Democrats agree
with Reagan’s contention that the
future of the region, East-West rela-
tions and possibly the American way
of life may hang in the balance.

Instead, they argue that Reagan’s
four-year-old policy of supporting
the contras has failed and holds no
prospect for success in the future.
Said Rep. Albert G. Bustamente
(D., Texas), “Serious diplomacy has
not been given an opportunity. We
say, give peace a chance.”

Here are some of the major ques-
tions that have emerged in the de-
bate and the responses offered by
each side:

Importance of the issue. Rea
gan clearly believes that his presi-
dency may be deemed a failure by
historians if a Soviet-oriented com-
munist regime succeeds in consoli-
dating itself while he is in office. He
believes he must do everything he
can to prevent the Sandinistas from
becoming entrenched.

Reagan began covertl fundingat_hi
contras through the d in 1982, dur-
ing his second year in office, and has
made contra support the central ele-
ment of his licy.

He described %e "%glmsta chal-
lenge in apocalyptic terms in a na-
tionally televised speech Sunday
night. “Using Nicaragua as a base,”
he said, “the Soviets and the Cubans

can become the dominant power in
the crucial corridor between North
and South America. Established
there, they will be in a position to
threaten the Panama Canal, interdict
our vital Caribbean Sea lanes and
ulitmately move against Mexico.”
Reagan’s rhetoric also contained
some apparent misstatements of fact.
He said that “top Nicaraguan govern-
ment officials are deeply involved in
drug trafficking” — an allegation
the Drug Enforcement Administra-
tion says it has no evidence to sup-
port — and that “radicals” from Bra-
zil were receiving military training
there — a statement that surprised
and irritated the Brazilian govern-
ment this week.
In_opposing Reagan, the Demo
cratic-controlled House Intelligence
Committee said that its position was
“not a vote for communism or a vote

for et_expansionism in_Centr
America, rather it is a vote against a
ailed policy ...

elivering the Democrats’ re-
sponse to Reagan's speech, Sasser
said: “We agree that Nicaragua must
never become a base for Soviet mili-
tary adventurism in this hemi-
sphere. Never. Our disagreement is

with the means the president has
_used to achieve these goals.”

Objectives. The administration’s
specific objectives have always been
murky.

When the CIA’s covert funding of

t w. 7
Reagan said the effort was designed
to interdict the flow of military sup-
plies to Salvadoran guerrillas. Con-
tra leaders, however, said their ob-
jective was to overthrow the
Sandinista government.

Last year Reagan said the US. ob-
jective was to make the Sandinistas
“cry uncle.”

Last Sunday on NBC's Meet the
Press, White House chief of staff
Donald T. Regan said: “We have a
very aggressive communist nation
on our hemisphere for the first time

... We have to get rid of it in some
way or another.”

And a White House spokesman said
in an interview this week that the
US. objective was to “bring about
power-sharing” between the Sandi-
nistas and the contras.

The Democrat-controlled House
Foreign Affairs Committee said in a
March 11 report that it did not dis-
agree with Reagan’s feelings about
the Sandinistas — only with the ad-
ministration’s “tactics. . . of hostility
and military pressure against Nicara-

“This policy has never had &
clearly defined objective ... It [The
policy] has done little to ameliorate
the aspects of the Nicaraguan gov-
ernment’s behavior that are most
troublesome to the United States —
its military buildup, its military rela-
tions with Cuba and the Soviet
Union, its support for insurgencies
against its neighbors and its restric-
tions on internal freedom.”

Ability of the contras. Reagan
has praised the contras as “freedom
fighters” who have “pinned down
the Sandinista army and bought the
people of Central America precious
time-" .

In his televised speech, he said that
the contra force “has grown dramati-
cally in strength. Today it numbers
more than 20,000 volunteers, and
more come every day.” Reagan
blamed setbacks suffered by the reb-
els on shortages of supplies and a
lack of defenses against modern So-
viet helicopter gunships.

But reports from Nicaragua indi-
cate that the contras have no more
than 6,000 to 7,000 active fighters,
mostly in Honduras, and that they
have failed to demonstrate a desire
to fight. Moreover, a congressional
study shows that at least a dozen of
the top contra leaders were members
of former dictator Anastasio Samo-
za's National Guard, which has been
accused of killing and torturing the
dictator’s opponents.

Said Rep. Stephen J. Solarz
(D,N.Y.): “If the administration’s
goal regarding Nicaragua is the re-
placement of the Sandinista regime
... then arming the contras will not
do the job. Their deficiencies in lead-
ership, morale, training and political
support outweigh whatever material
aid they may receive.”

Lomined
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Negotiations. Reagan, in his
speech Sunday, declared, “We have
sought — and still seek — & negoti-
ated peace and a democratic future
in a free Nicaragua. Ten times we
have met and tried to reason with
the Sandinistas. Ten times we were
rebuffed.”

But the House Foreign Affairs
Committee report said there were
“serious questions whether the ad-
ministration had pursued diplomacy
to the fullest exterit possible ... Uni-
Jateral military pressure has taken
precedence over serious diplomacy,
rather than being held as a last re-
sort when diplomatic efforts have
been exhausted.”

nce Committee
has said there is no “convincing evi-

d » to support the administra-
tion's_claims that it has su%mm
the Contadora peace process for the
region devel by Mexico, Vene:
zuela, Colombia an i’anama —allol '
which have urg Egan to cut §E
aid to the contras.
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